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Omitting the Numbers: How Estimates of Slave Trafficking
from Mexico to the United States have Disappeared from the Pubtic Sphere.
L lntroduction
Because labor exploitation in a globalized economy is hugely profitable, human
trafficking has become the fastest growing criminal industry in the world. Profits made by
human traffickers are second only to drug dealing, and in a close tie with illegal arms.l Human
trafficking is defined by the govemment as modern-day slavery because it involves the total
control of one person by another through violence and the threat of violence for purposes of
economic exploitation.2 Such exploitation may involve forced labor, commercial sex, or debt
bondage.3 Human trafficking is differentiated from human smuggling, which involves the
consent of the smuggled person to be transported illegally across borders,a and is considered to
be a separate crime under the law. Unfortunately, many persons who have paid to be smuggled
often end up in the possession of human trafiickers, especially women and children.
Possibly because it is considered more tactful, "human trafficking" "trafficking in
persons" and "severe traffrcking in persons" are the most common terms used by authorities to
describe slavery and slave traffrcking under the law. Because this paper focuses only on those
people who can legally be defined as slaves under U.S. and international law, the terms "slave",
"forced laborer," slave traffrcker, and slaveholder" will be used.
Over the course of the 18th and l9th centuries, slavery gradually became outlawed
worldwide. Although the United States succeeded in eliminating the state-sanctioned practice
1. Loring Jones, David W. Engstrorq Tricia Hilliard, and Mariel Diaz. "Globalization and Human
Trafiicking." Journal Of Sociologt & Social Welfare 34, no. 2 (ZOO\:fi9.
2. Kevin Bales. Disposable People: New Slavery in the Global Economy. Berkeley: University of
California Press (1999): 6.
3. United States Department ofHealth and Human Services [US DHHS]'Fact Sheet: Human Traffrcking,"
Retrieved February 1,2013 from http:/Avlvw.acf.hhs.gcrv/programs/orr/ resource/fact-sheet-human-trafficking
4. Amy Risley. "Sex Trafftcking: The 'Other' Crisis in Mexico?" Latin Americonist 54, no. I (March
2010):100.
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after a devastating civil war almost 150 years ago, slavery has now returned to the United States
and has become a global threat to millions of men, women and children.t It is difficult to fathom
the continued enslavement of human beings in the twenty-first century, but the causes of slave
traflicking are embedded in major trends in the global economy. The increased flow of goods
and the demand to compete with cheap labor has created a demand for free labor, and the poverty
and growing income inequality that have accompanied globalization have margpnalized large
populations and created an endless resource of people in desperation who are vulnerable to
slavery.
This is especially true in Mexico, where despite the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and a new global economy, 40 percent of the population still lives in
poverty.6 What is even more unsettling is that the majorrty of the vulnerable population is
female. It is because of the new global economy and NAFTA that there has been a steady
increase in slave trafficking from Mexico to the United States over the last two decades. Mexico
is a counfy of origin, transit, and destination for slave trafficking, and while slaves trafiicked
across the Mexican border to the United States have historically originated primarily from
Mexico and Latin America, a growing number of victims from Europe, Africa, andAsia are now
crossing into the United States via the Mexican border.
Despite the fact that estimates for victims of forced labor continue to grow around the
world, estimates for those trafiicked from Mexico to the United States have all but disappeared
from the public sphere. Research suggests that such estimates are intentionally being withheld
for political reasons because the real numbers have the potential of creating a public outcry that
could be damaging to business and impact the relationship between the United States and
5. United States Department of State IUS DOS]. "Traffrcking in Persons Report 2004.' Washington D.C.
U.S. Government Printing Offrce (2004): 6.
6. David Shirk and Alexandra Webber. "Slavery Wthout Borders: Human Trafficking in the U.S.-Mexican
Contex." Hemisphere Focus )Of, no 5 (Jan23,2004):2.
2
Mexico.
The term "human traffrcking" is sometimes used interchangeably by researchers to
describe both slave tafiicking and smuggling of persons, but human trafiicking under the law
need not entail the physical movement of a person so the word "trafftcking" is really not an
adequate term to describe the problem of slavery today. While the U.S. government has
consistently maintained that between 600,000 and 800,000 people are trafficked across
transnational borders annually,T according to both the International Labor Organization (ILO)
and the U.S. governmerrt, millions of people are victims of forced labor withiz the borders of
their own countries.
II. The New Slavery
Kevin Bales holds a Ph.D. from the London School of Economics, and is the author of
Disposable people: New Slavery in the Global Econonry. Since legal slavery has been essentially
outlawed worldwide, what Bales calls the "New Slavery"8 is not about owning people in the
traditional sense because there is no longer a legal right to ownership of another individual.
Moreover, there is actually nothing "new" about it, except that it is more brutal because it is
illegal, and more widespread than ever before in history. The new slavery is still the same
institution as that of old because it is about controlling the individual completely through force
or the threat of force for the purpose of economic exploitation.
Individuals who are traffrcked across borders for forced labor are among the most
wlnerable and exploited in the new global economy which has given rise to this phenomenon. It
is generally agreed that around 80 percent of those traffrcked are women and children, and that
half of those are minors. On a global basis, an estimated 43 percent of forced laborers who are
trafficked across borders are used for sex, and 32 percent are forced into other forms of unpaid
7. This figure has been offered repeatedly without any release of data or explanation of methodology. (See
alsoTable A.
8. Kevin Bales. "Diryosable People." l'33
.,
labor. However, the U.S. government claims that there are now more victims of forced labor
traffrcking in the United States than of sex trafficking, even though more sex traffrcking victims
are caught.e The individual country narrative for the United States in the 2011 U.S. Department
of State (US DOS) Trfficking in Persons Report (TIP) stated that "Combined federal and state
human trafficking information indicates more sex trafiicking than labor trafficking investigations
and prosecutions, but law enforcement identified a comparatively higher number of labor
traffrcking victims as such cases uncovered recently have involved more victims."l0
The question inevitably arises that if there are so many enslaved people in the United
States, where are they? Social workers, health care professionals, and other authorities rarely
encounter, and are often unaware of how to identiff potential victims because they are
intentionally kept out of sig?rt, and even when victims are identified, government policy has
historically been to deport them back to their country of origin.rl In 1995, police conducted a
raid on a compound in El Monte, California and found over 70 workers from Thailand who had
been held in servitude from two to seventeen years sewing clothes for the garment industry The
workers had been physically incarcerated on a compound surrounded by barbed wire and armed
guards.r2 While forced confinement of slaves in the United States is a problem, particularly in
brothels, the majority of slaves in the United States are not held in large guarded facilities such
as this, but they are cantrolled in the same way as slaves brought from Africa to the Americas for
the Atlantic slave trade - through violence and the threat of violence. For this reason, even when
victims, slaveholders, and slave traffrckers are identified, the very nature of the intimidation used
9. United States Deprfinent of State tUS DOS]. "Trafficking in Persons Report 2010.'
Washington D.C.; U.S. Gove,mme,nt Printing Office (2010)-' 1i8'.
10. United States Department of State tUS OOSI. "Trafficking in Persons Report 2011.' Washington D.C'
U.S. Government Printing Offrce (2011):372.
11. Loring Jones, et al. "Globalization and Human Trafficking'" 109'
12. Amy Ott.itt Richards. "International traffrcking in Women to the United states: A contemporary
Manifestation of Shr"ry and Organized Crime," DCI Exceptional krtelligence Analyst Program, Center for the
StuJv oilnt"lligence (April 2000'): 9. Retrieved Mar 13, 2013 from https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-
study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-monograph$trafficking.pdf
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to keep them enslaved has made it difficult to prosecute, because the majority of victims refuse
to testify.
Itr Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TYPA)
On October 28,200A, the United States took a public lead in addressing the problem of slavery
by passing the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (TVPA). The act was subsequently
revised and reauthoized in 2004, 2006, and 2008. The TVPA uses the term "Severe Forms of
Trafficking in Persons" to define modern-day slavery as follows:
the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person
for labor or services through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the
purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or
slavery."13
The TVPA requires the U.S. Departnent of State to publish an annual Trfficking in
Persons Report (TIP) which ranks countries into four Tiers: Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier 2 Watch List
(WL), and Tier 3. Rank is not based on the size of the problem within a country but rather on its
govemment's efforts against trafficking in accordance with the minimum standards of the TVPA.
Tier 1 is an indication of full compliance; Tier 2 indicates a country who does not fully comply,
but is making a substantial effort to do so; Tier 2 Watch List (Tier zWL) is a Tier 2 country in
which the absolute number of victims is very significant or significantly increasing, and there is
a failure to provide evidence of significant efforts to combat slavery; and Tier 3 is an indication
of noncompliance. Countries with a Tier 3 ranking may be subjected to sanctions of non-
humanitarian, non-trade related foreign assistance, and the withdrawal of funding for educational
and cultural exchange programs. However, it is up to the discretion of the U.S. President as to
whether a country is sanctioned. All or part of TVPA sanctions may be waived if the President
determines such waiver would promote the purposes of the statute, or otherwise be in the
interests of the United States.
13. US DOS "Trafficking in Persons Report 20ll,u 372
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While the intention of the report is laudable, and it has grown from 105 pages of text to
396 pages of compelling photos and case histories from around the world, it inevitably has no
teeth. Out of 17 countries subject to sanctions in 2009, President Barack Obama determined that
only two would be sanctioned without exemption (Cuba and North Korea) and that six countries
would be partially sanctioned (Burma, Eritrea, Fiji, kan, Syria, andZimbabwe)ru
A Professor of Sustainable Development and Visiting Fellow at the Center for Global
Development, in Wbshington, D.C., Ethan B. Kapstein suggests that the U.S. fails to punish
countries like Kuwait (Tier 3) and Saudi Arabia (Tier 3) because they are large oil producers, and
that a lack of political will and the need to maintain relationships to fight terrorism is to blame
for the absence of sanctions on countries like Uzbekistan (Tier 2WL). He also points out that it
is counterproductive to the globalized economic system that has fueled the problem to allow it to
remairq because letting it go unpunished encourages criminality, and in doing so, destroys the
very foundations of a global economic system which necessitates that governments be capable of
enforcing the rule of law.15
According to the World Bank and the International Organization for Migration (IOM),
the number of international immigrants worldwide has sharply increased over the last few
decades. Worldwide migration increased from 191 million in 2005 to 215 million in 2010,16 and
in recent years has become increasingly feminized. An example of the increasing feminization
of migration given in the 2010 TIP was that in just over three years, one source country in
Southeast Asia saw the demographics of its outgoing migrants switch from being majority male
to 70 percent female.17 This has especially been true for Mexico.
14. Alison Siskin and Leanna Sun Wyler. "Trafficking in Persons: U.S. Policy and Issues for Congress."
Congressional Research Service (Dec 7, 2012):15. Retrieved Feb 20, 2013 from http:l/www.fas.orglsgp/crs/rowl
RL343l7.pdf
15. Ethan B. Kapstein. 'TheNew Global Slave Trade." ForeignAffairs 85, no. 6 @ec 2006): l13.
16. US DOS "Traficking in Persons Report 2011," 26.
17. US DOS 'Traffrcking in persons report 2010," 2.
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fV. Slave Trafficking from Mexico to the United States
Because economic globalization exacerbates the inequalities between nations, as noted
above, it has caused global movement and human displacement at an unprecedented scale.
Modernization and globalization have also resulted in breaking up families and traditional
methods for surviving, along with the small scale subsistence farming that supported them.l8 As
a result, people have been driven to the cities to look for work, increasing the numbers of
unemployed females that are most vulnerable to slave traffrckers.
People do not volunteer to become slaves. What all slaves have in common is that they
areforcedto work. Slave traffickers typically recruit poor people in poor countries by promising
a job in another country that doesn't exist. They often present themselves as legitimate
employment recruiters and offer various kinds of employment, including food, shelter, and travel
costs to the United States. Once travel arrangements are made and the journey begins, the slave
traffrcker removes any personal documentation from the victim, and uses violence, the threat of
violence, and/or incarceration to intimidate the victim into forced labor either in industry or the
sex trade. The victim and his or her family are then threatened with death or disfigurement if
he/she tries to escape or go to the authorities.le
A. Feminization of Migration
Dr. Arun Kumar Acharya of the Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales, Universidad
Aut6noma de Nuevo Le6n in Monterrery Mexico, holds a Ph.D. in Anthropology and has
published a number of articles on migration and sex trafficking of Mexican women. According
to Dr. Acharya, the percentage of women in the migrant population in Mexico has steadily
increased over the last few decades, an increase which is the inevitable outcome of the
feminization of poverty and employment in the world labor market. Mexican women are lured
18. Kevin Bales. "TheNew Slavery" 13.
19. Ethan B. Kapstein. 'The New Global Slave Trade,"106.
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with offers of good jobs and a better life in the United States, and sometimes even with vacation
invitations. Mexican divorcdes are often targeted with false marriage offers, and sometimes
minors (both male and female) become enslaved simply because they are traveling alone to meet
a family member. Acharya reports that women may be bought in Mexico for US $400-$800 and
resold in the United States for US $5,000 - $10,000. Prices vary according to age, appeaftmce,
education, and virginity.20 The reality is that female labor is cheap, and women can be employed
at low waged, undervalued jobs in the informal sector. The result is that migration,
globalization, and forced labor trafficking are now intertwined issues.2l
Not all victims of slavery are brought from Mexico to the United States illegally.
Acharya says that one of the easiest ways to get victims into the United States legally is for the
slave trader to purchase multiple entry visas for ten years. These include student visas (Fl),
fiancee visas (K1), and entertainer visas (Pl, P3). The slave trader illegally purchases 1-20
student forms to facilitate obtaining student visas, then produces fraudulent job letters as
supporting documentation to convince consulate officers that the person will return. Upon
arrival, documentation is confiscated and violence is used to force the person into slave labot.2z
B. The Mexican Failure toAddress Slave Trafficking
Mexico has had a consistently bad record in addressiag slave trafficking. Beginning with
the first publication of the U.S. Trfficking in Persons Report in 2001, Mexico was ranked as a
Tier 2 country and then again in 2002. In 2003, Mexico was moved to the Tier 2 Watch List
(Tier 2WL), where it remained for five consecutive years until 2008. In 2008, Mexico was
returned to Tier 2. Curiously, that was the same year in which an amendment to the TVPA
adding an automatic downgrade provision for Tier 2WL countries was added. The amendment
20. Arun Kumar Acharya. "International Migration and TrafErcking of Mexican Women to the United
States" in I?aficking md the Gtobal Sex Industry, KwenD. Beeks and Delila Amir, eds. USA: Lexington Books
Q006):28-2e.
21. Arun Kumar Acharya. "Feminization of Migration and Trafficking of Women in Mexico." Revista de
cercetsre si interventie socialia 30 (2010): l9-20.
8
provided that any countries listed as Tier 2WL for two consecutive years that would otherwise be
ranked again as Tier 2WL in the following year, would automatically be ranked at Tier 3 in the
third year. The country narrative for Mexico in the 2008 TIP report claims that Mexico is
making "significant efforts" by enacting anti-trafficking legislation and allocating financial
resources to victim shelters.23 However, the country narrative for Mexico in the 2007 TIP report
of the previous year also claimed it was making "significant efforts" to comply, dedicating
resources, and "committing" to efforts in prosecution, protection and prevention in the coming
year.2o Still, despite the so-called commitnents to prosecution on which the 2008 status was
upgraded, the very first conviction and sentence for forced labor in Mexico did not occur until
2}ll.2s
Did Mexico really deserve to be upgraded in 2008? Or was the move a political one
because the Tier 3 ranking of a major trading partner whose corlmon border has become a major
point of entry for slaves traffrcked to the United States (especially since NAFTA) might bring
more unwanted attention to the problem than the U.S. government was comfortable with? If so,
why treat Mexico differently than China, who has remained a Tier 2WL country for over three
consecutive years? Is it possible that despite the U.S. government awareness of Mexico's
support for slave trafficking, the implications for NAFTA and trade across the U.S.-Mexican
border were perceived as a greater risk to diplomacy than any such public perception about
slavery in China would be?
23. United States Department of State tUS DOSI. "Trafftcking in Persons Report 2008.' Washington D.C.
U.S. Government Printing Offrce (2008): 180.
Z4.tJtitedstatesDepartmentofStateIUSDOS]."TrafiickinginPersonsReport2O0T.* WashingtonD.C.
U.S. Government Printing Offrce (2007) 148-149.
25. US DOS 'Trafficking in Persons Report 2017," 256.
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C. What's in a Number?
As the number of slaves trafiicked through Mexico to the United States continues to
climb, countries of origin for victims have expanded beyond Latin America to include Eastern
Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Some believe that the majonty of slaves trafiicked
into the United States today may now be crossing at the Mexican border because it is less
expensive than the false documentation required when workers are flown to the United States via
ports like New York and San Diego. It is also easier to gain legal entry from abroad to certain
countries in Central and South America where victims now being flown and then transported by
land to Mexico for entry into the United States. Although there are many references in U.S. TIP
reports to the numbers of slaves traffrcked in countries around the world, estimates for slaves
trafiicked to the United States afrer 2A04 are conspicuously absent.
The statement made in2007 by Jones, et al. of the School of Social Work at San Diego
State University in their article Globalization and Human Trfficking, that "The United States is
a major receiver of trafficked persons: It is estimated that 15,000 to 50,000 of international
traffrcked victims arrive in the United States each year"25 could not be verified.2T As a result, a
systematic search was conducted of estimates published in U.S. TIP reports from 2001 through
2}ll. Table A represents estimates taken from TIP reports according to report year, both for the
U.S. and worldwide.
26. I-aing Jones, et al. "Globalization and Human Trafficking," 109.
27.Three sources were offered: the 2005 TIP Report, a US Dept. of Health and Human Services Fact Sheet
no longer posted at its URL; and the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 20A6 Tiaficking in Persons Report.
l0
TABLE A.
u.s. Department of state Trafficking in Persons Reports 2001-2011
Estimates of Slaves TraffickedAnnuallyAcross Borders to the U.S. and Worldwide
28. Original Version. There is also a revised versiog however, the numbers remain the same.
TIPRepo(
Year
1. Slaves Traffrcked to the
United States AnnuallY
2. Slaves Trafficked Across Transnational
Borders Worldwide
(does not include those not trafficlced)







2002 50,000 women and children
"a U.S. government estimate
based on 7997 data" (Page2'1




2003 18,000-20,000 (page 7) 800,000-900,000 (page 7) "millions" 
(page 5)
200428 14,500 - 17,500
estimate refl ects "imProved
methodology" (page 23)
600,000-800,000
700/o female, 5fflo of whom are children;
mostly for sex trade (page 15)
80% female, of whom 70Yo arc used for sex
trade (page 23 )
"far larger yet indeterminate"
(page 6)
2005 600,000-800,000
800/o female, of whom 5Ao/o arc minors
(pages 6, 19)
12.3 million (citing 2005
ILO report)
2006 600,000-800,000
80o/o women, 5070 minors (Page 6)
12.3 million (citing 2005
ILO report)
4 to 7 million (citing "other
sources")
2007 "thousands" (page 49) 800,000
"according to U.S. government sponsored
research completed in 2006" (page 8)
80olo female, 507o of whom are minors
12.3 million (citing 2005
ILO report)
4 to 7 million (citing "other
sources")
(page 8)
2008 "thousands" (page 51) 800,000
80% female, 50% of whom are minors
"according to U.S. government sponsored
research completed in 2006"
(page 7)
12.3 million (citing 2005
ILO report)
4 to 7 million (citing "other
sources")
(page 7)
2049 "thousands" (page 2) 12.3 million (citing 2005
ILO report)
20r0 12.3 million (citing 2005
ILO report)
2011 "millions" (pp 1,2)
1l
The reduction of estimated slaves trafficked to the U.S. between 2001 and 2004 is
suspect, particularly when estimates of worldwide slavery are believed to have steadily increased
over the same period of time and throughout the last two decades. More notably, references to
estimates of slaves traffrcked annually to the U.S. not only disappear from TIP reports, but as
time goes on, so do the world estimates.
The problem is not that U.S. government data does not exist. As Table A shows, the 2001
and 2002 estimates, which have been attributed to the CIA, were based on "U.S. data from
1997," even though the greatly reduced 2004 estimate of 14,500-17,500 (also atffibuted to the
CIA), is claimed to have been the work of "better methodology". Table A also shows that
worldwide trafficking estimates in 2007 and 2008 were made "according to U.S. government
sponsored research completed in 2006". In addition, the 2004 TIP claims to have "used U.S.
government data that disaggregated transnational trafficking in persons by age and gender for the
first time,"2e a claimwhich is subsequently repeated in the 2005 and 2006 reports.
These admissions in various reports over the years suggest that the U.S. government has
clearly been collecting some kind of comprehensive data with which to make estimates of the
problem, but as the Intemational Organization for Migration (IOM) pointed out in 2005, there
has never been any release of information with respect to the data or methodology used to report
the statistics offered in the U.S. TIPs.30 At the same time, estimates by the ILO have been
supported by complex reports explaining the evidence, formulas, and methodology used to arrive
at the figures. The primary reason an attempt was made by this paper to verify sources of
estimates on slave trafficking to the United States is because, except for the fieldwork and
estimate of Kevin Bales, available research repeatedly quotes the same numbers and same two
29. United Staes Department of State. "Trafficking in persons report 2005. " Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office (2005): 6.
30. International Organization for Migration. "Data and Research on Human Trafficking: AGlobal Survey.
Offprint of the Special Issue of InternationalMigration Vol. 43 (llD2A05. Frank Laczko and Elzbieta Gozdziah
eds. (2005): 108.
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sources over and over. After a lengthy process which Bales describes in his 1999 book The 
New
Slavery, he concluded that at any given time, there are approximately 27 million people
worldwide who are victims of forced laboq and that this was a reliable conservative estimate'
The remainder of research available, however, seems to repeatedly quote the same two sources,
namely: the 2004 U.S. TIp report estimating l4,5oa-17,500 for slaves trafficked to the U.S., and
the initial 2005 ILO report, which estimated that 12.3 million slaves were trafficked worldwide.
The U.S. policy of switching from disclosure to nondisclosure, as shown in Table A, appears to
have gone unnoticed by everyone except the authors of the IoM report. As Table A indicates,




Slave Traflicking to the United States
Tlte Country Narratrves portion of the aunual TIP reports published by the U.S.
government defines countries in terms of origin, transit, and destination for slaves' Most
countries are involved in elements of all three; however, certain countries like the Ukraine are
primarily ,,sending" countries (countries of origin), and other countries such as the United States,
are almost exclusively "receiving" countries (countries of destination).31 Many countries of
destination are also "transit" countries, where forced laborers are brought and then moved 
to
another country What has begun to set Mexico apart is its ever-increasing role as a transit
country for forced laborers entering the United States'
The diagrams in Charts A through C32 reflect information compiled from individual
country narratives of the zool,2004,and20a}l2012 TIP reports respectively. what they show is
a progressive expansion of the number of countries who are using Mexico for the transit of slave
labor to the United States. There has been a noticeable increase even just during the lZ'yeat
31. Loring Jones, et al. "Globalization and Human Trafficking," (112)
32. SeeAppendix.
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period that the report has been published, which is not surprising in light of the increase in
income inequality and relative poverty that have occurred over that same time period. One
interesting example of the expansion of countries trafficking persons to Mexico is that of China.
According to the 2001 TIp (ChartA), some people are being trafficked from China through
Mexico. By 2004 (Chart B) some people are being trafficked both from China to Belize and
from China to Guatemala, and then moved through Mexico. In the 200812012 TIP narratives
(Chart C), we learn that people are being trafficked both from China to Chile and from China to
Brazll, and then to Mexico.
V. Profitabilrty of SlaverY
It is worth noting that partially due to cheap modern transportation, the cost of a slave
today is far less than what African slaves were purchased for in the antebellum United States.
The average cost of a slave at that time was equal to about $40,000.00 in today's dollars.33
Kapstein quotes a modern United Nations estimate of approximately $12,500 per person, noting
that since transportation and false documents run around $3,000, slave traders can earn nearly
$10,000 per victim, making it a very lucrative business.3a Bales, on the other hand, estimates
that the worldwide average cost has been reduced to around $90.00 per person, but it is
important to keep in mind that these are averages, and prices fluctuate according to region. One
of the most tragic consequences of the reduced price of a human being is that in a world where it
is no longer legal to own another human being, the enslaved person now becomes 'disposable'
and is therefore subject to an even more brutal existence than the legally purchased slaves of
human history.
In his book, Disposable People:New Slavery in the Global Economy, Kevin Bales points
out that being paid wages that barely keep you alive may be wage slavery but it is not slavery -
33. Kevin Bales. "About Slavery: Modern Slavery" freetheslaves.net https://wwwfreetheslaves.net/SSl
Page.aspx?pid=30l, Retrieved February l, 2013.- ' 
34. Ethan B. Kapstein. "The New Global Slave Trade," 106'
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that sharecroppers had hard lives but they were nol slaves. The slavery discussed in this paper is
about the total control of one person by another for the purpose of economic exploitation, and it
is a big business. "People get rich by using slaves," says Bales, and when they're finished they
just throw them away. He argues that because of this disposability, today's modern slave trade is
even more brutal than the Atlantic slave trade, and quotes an excerpt from a story told by Alison
Sutton in her 1994 book, Slavery in Brazil: A Link in the Chain of Modernisation. Referring to
girls who were enslaved as prostitutes in the gold mining towns of the Amazon, Ms. Sutton
recounts how she would often wake to see the corpse of a young girl floating by her barge,
because it was easier to just throw them in the river to be eaten by fish than to bury them.rt36
Because the modern cost of slaves is low, and so much profit can be made so quickly
from one modern-day slave (especially in the sex trade), there is no incentive to seek medical
treatment when they become ill or even to feed them humanely, and so many of today's slaves
are routinely subjected to beatings and extreme acts of physical abuse, because they can be
replaced so easily. "There are more slaves alive today than all the people stolen from Africa in
the time of the transatlantic slave trade" and the "modern global slave trade is larger in absolute
terms than the Atlantic slave trade ever was."37'38
In a 2005 ILO paper for the Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour, Patrick
Belser uses data on identified victims and various formulas to make estimations about the profits
generated from forced labor. The paper concludes that global profits from forced laborers
exploited by private enterprises or agents was reaching at least 44.3 billion U.S. dollars every
year by 2A05. Within that figure he estimates that $31.6 billion is made from traffeked victims
and that the largest share of profits, $15 billion, or fully one-half the profits from trafficked
35. Alison Sutton. Slavery in Brazil: A Linkin the Chain of Modernisation London: Anti-lavery
International (1994): 102.
36. Kevin Bales. The New Slavery 4-6.
37. Kevin Bales The New Slwery 9.
38. Ethan B. Kapstein. "The New Global Slave Trade," 105.
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victims, was generated by forced labor in industrialized countries.3e
With these kinds of numbers, what are the implications for business in the United States
and worldwide? The traffickers who incarcerated the Thai men and women at El Monte were
estimated to have made approximately $8 million over just a six-year period. What about
businesses and manufacturers who sincerely want to avoid goods produced by slave labor in
their supply chain? How are they being impacted by those who have no intention of foregoing
the big profits that free labor enables?
The ILO paper estimates the annual profit produced by traffcked forced laborers in
industrialized economies,ao not including forced commercial sexual exploitation, averages about
$30,154.00 value-added per worker. Applied to the 2005 ILO estimate for number of slaves
trafiicked in industrialized economies (113,000), total estimated profits would equal upwards of
$3.4 billion. The same lucrative profits are true for forced commercial sexual exploitation
(CSE). The report estimates that a total of 1.97,585 people who were trafficked for forced CSE
in industrial countries made an average of $67,200.00 per person, totalling approximately
$13.2 billion in annual profit.al Even though these figures are believed to be low, the potential
profits from traffrcked forced labor just in industrialized countries alone are staggering, and with
the rapid increase in world migration noted earlier, are now likely to be considerably higher.
YI. How Many Forced Laborers are Trafficked Annually
Through Mexico to the United States?
It is impossible to gather complete accurate statistics about modern-day slavery because
of the nature of the crime and the failure of victims to be identified because of the violence or
threat of violence by which they have been enslaved. Most research articles and reports,
including the U.S. TIP reports, quote statistics on slavery from the ILO, which is considered to
39. Patrick Belser. "Forced Labour and Human Traffrcking: Estimating the Profits." Working Paper for
ILO Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour (2005): iii, ll.
40. Defined by the ILO as Canada, United States, Greenland, Australia, Iapan, and the European Union.
41. Patrick Belser. "Forced Labour and Human Trafftcking," 1l-18'
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be the most reliable source of estimates on the problem. While the majority of people who hire
smugglers to enter the U.S. via Mexico do not become victims of trafficking, the wlnerability of
undocumented workers has led to the discovery of significant instances of slavery and
indentured servitude of Mexican workers in the United States.42
The sad fact is that for every instance of a slave who is identified in the United States,
thousands and possibly tens of thousands are never identified. The ILO is a specialized United
Nations agency responsible for drawing up and overseeing international labor standards and the
promotion of social justice and internationally recognized human and labor rights. In 2005, the
ILO published its first global estimate of forced labora3 which estimated that there were a
minimum of 12.3 million persons in forced labor at any point in time between 1995-20A4. The
initial ILO report was considered to be the most reliable estimate made as of 2005, and was
widely cited by researchers and the U.S. government thereafter.
Using improved methodology and more complex formulas, the ILO published its second
report in 2012, which estimated the number of people held in forced labor worldwide at 209
million. The report states that because of changes in methodology, the 2012 estimates are not
comparable to those of 2005 and cannot be used to establish an increase in forced labor. It also
notes that the 2072 estimate "is no longer labeled as a minimum estimate, although it is still
regarded as somewhat conservative. "44
The 2012ILO report estimates the number of forced laborers in Developed Economies
(United States, Canada, Greenland, Australia, and Japan) and the European Union is at least 1.5
million, and the number of forced laborers in Latin America and the Caribbean (including
Mexico) at 1.8 million. Out of a worldwide total of 20.9 million, an estimated 14.2 million are
42. David Shirk and Alexandra Webber. "Slavery Without Borders," 2.
43. International Labor Organization. ILO: A Global Alliance against Forced Labow; Global Report under
thefollow-up to the ILO Declarotion on Furdamental Principles and Nghts at Work, Geneva,20A5.
44. Intemational Labor Organization. ILO Global Estimates ofForced Labour Results and Methodology
(2012): rt.
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being used for forced labor in the private economy.
The problem is that statistics like those from the 2012 U.S. TIP report of 9,836 identified
victims of trfficktng in North and SouthAmerica are impossible to compare with total estimates
of people in forced labor offered by the ILO, because the two reports use different geographical
regions to report. Except for Kevin Bales' estiamate, no reliable sources appear to be available
outside these two main reports.
If the 2012 ILO formula which conservatively estimates that on average, for every
reported case of forced laboq about 27 cases go unreported,as is applied to the most recent
statistic on victims identified in the 2012 TP report for North and South America (9,836), the
result is a potential minimum of 265,572 victims traffrcked in North and South America. But
this figure is not only weak, it's confusing because there is no common regional classification in
the reports. Table B demonstrates the diffrculty in assessing statistics on slave labor and efforts
to identifu and prosecute it. In both reports, one statistic is provided for each of six regions. On
the left side of Table B are regions delineated by the U.S. TIP reports and on the right side are
the regions delineated by both the 2005 and2012ILO reports:
45. ILO "Global Estimate ofForce Labour," 39
l8
ILO Global RePorts on
Estimate of Forced Labor
(reporting total numbers of persons in forced
labor worldwide)
Annual U.S. Trafficking in Persons Reports
(reporting on numbers of victims identified,
prosecutions, and convictions)
1. Developed Economies (U.S. Canada,
Greenland, Australia, JaPan) & the
European Union
2. Central& Southeastern EuroPe &
Independent States (includes Russia)
3. Asia & the Pacific (includes India)




l. North & South America (includes U.S.,
Canada, Mexico & the Caribbean
3. East dsia & Pacilic (includes Japan,
Australia & India)
4. Near East (includes Eastern Europe,
Russia & the Middle East)
5. Africa
6. South and CentralAsia
*it is unclear what region Greenland has been included in'
2. Europe
Thble B.
Comparison of Regions Classified by the U.S. Government and ILO
on estimated Forced Labor
Only one region - Africa - has been commonly classified in both reports. The lack of
cohesion between regions for which statistics are reported renders it impossible for the public to
compare even these low-ball estimated statistics on the size of the problem with the progress
being made to eradicate it. Likewise, there is no way to separate Mexico and the United States'
Since the U.S. government has not been forthcoming with its data or methodology, but
annually publishes progress on victims identified and prosecutions according to entirely different
regions than the ILO has been using since 2005, the question arises as to whether this variance in
regional classifications may be intentional on the part of the U.S. government. In any case,
based on the datathatdoes exist, it would not be surprising to learn that the previously redacted
cIA estimates for 2001-2002 of 45,000-50,000 people trafficked to the u.s. annually for forced
labor were exceeded long ago.
l9
VII. Omitting the Numbers: A Ratio of Dollars to Political Will
Why are the numbers so important? Because numbers translate to dollars and dollars
translate to political will, or in this case, the lack of it. The research currently indicates that it is
reasonable to suggest that estimates which could be made public by the United States
government regarding the number of slaves traffrcked into the United States from Mexico (let
alone the total trafficked annually to the U.S., have been intentionally been withheld from the
public sphere since 2004 for political reasons. As suggested earlier, any real numbers regarding
people tafficked across the U.S-Mexican border for forced labor in the United States, especially
if they are as large as the research is beginning to suggest, could potentially lead to a public
outcry that might be damaging both to U.S. and Mexican business.
How would the public react if confronted with the reality of a slave trade that was bigger
and more brutal than the Atlantic slave fiade? Slavery is so abhorrent to us all, that no such
reality would likely be experienced without hard evidence. Even though there is quite a bit of
good information offered by the U.S. government in both its public CIA reportsa6 and its annual
Trfficking in Persons Reports,the information is not being offered in any cohesive way, so there
is little danger of any public outcry of concern.
In accordance with the reauthonzed2}}S TVPA, the U.S. Department of Labor published
a List of 122 goods made in 58 countries with either child labor or forced labor. The list was
subsequently updated in 2010, and then again i-rr,2011, at which time it contained a list of 130
goods from 71" countries.aT Despite campaigns of awareness, enactment of legislation, and even
publication of the list, the number of countries using slave labor and the number of goods being
produced with slave labor according to the list, has actually inueosed since 2005.
Even if child labor is excluded from the definition of forced labor, the list spotlights a
46. See also the extensive bibliography of the Amy Ot{eill Richards report, together with its appendix of
major human traffrcking cases brought by the U.S. Department of Justice.
47. United States Department of Labor. "List of Goods Produced by Child Labor orForced Labor." 20ll
Retrieved Mu 12,2013 from http://www.dol.gov/ilab/programVocft/PDF/201lTVPR.A.pdf
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surprising number of goods from countries the U.S. openly trades with that are produced by
forced labor. Table C is a list of the top Ten Trading Partners for the U.S. in January 2013, along
with their respective TIP Tier rankings from 2008-2011and an Itemization of Goods Produced
by Child Labor or Forced Labor according to the U.S. Department of Labor's 2011 Report.
Thble C.
Top Ten Countries by Billions with which the U.S. Trades- 
for the Month of January 201348
This list of top ten countries represents only 67.Af/o of U.S. Imports, and 59.65Yo of U.S.
Exports, so it is only a partial picture of the problem. According to the same list, some of the
other goods produced by forced labor in Latin America and the Caribbean include:
4g. united states Department of commerce. u.s. census Bureau "Top Ten Countries with which the u.s.








U.S. TIP Report Tier Placement
2008-2011
(t S Dept of Labor List of Goods Produced by Chikl
Labor and Forceil Labor 2011




Canada 51.01 I 1 1 1













Japan 16.36 2 2 2 2
Germany 1l .83 I I I I
South Korea 8.38 1 I I 1
United Kingdom 7.86 I 1 I 1
France 5.62 I 1 1 I
Saudi Arabia 5.27 3 3 3 3












Peru: Brazil nuts/chestnuts, gold, timber
Furthermore, countries like Vietnam, which was dropped to Tier 2WL in 2010 are not
even included on the list, even though the U.S. government acknowledges that forced labor
traffrcking is a growing problem there, and once busy factories in China now stand empty
because companies have moved to Vietnam for lower manufacturing costs. While we may want
to think the best and imagine that Vietnam is underpricing China because they pay their workers
even less, information in the U.S. governmenfs own reports points to the fact that forced labor in
Vietnam is a rapidly growing industry.
Finally, Mexico presents a special case of contradiction when it comes to the Department
of Laobr list, as it is known to have a large forced labor problem in agriculture, yet all of the
goods noted In Table C are classified under Child Labor. In 2008, the U.S. TIP reported that
Mexican men and boys are "trafficked from southem to northern Mexico for "forced labor" and
that Central Americans, especially Guatemalans, have been subjected to "agricultural servitude"
in southern Mexico,ae yet all of the agricultural items listed on the 2009 Department of Labor list
were under Child Labor and not Forced Labor.5o The 2011 TIP reported that victims were still
being trafficked for forced labor in agriculture in Mexico,sl yet not one agricultural item for
Mexico is listed under Forced Labor on the 2011 Deparfinent of Labor list.
VIIL Conclusion
Slavery thrives around the world primarily because there is no political will to stop it, and
the transportation of forced laborers from Mexico to the United States has become a big business
49. US DOS 'Trafficking in Persons Report 2008,' 180.
50. United States Department of Labor. "List of Goods Produced by Child Labor or Forced Labor." 2009
Retrieved MLar 12,2013 from http://www.dol.gov/ilab/programs/ocft/PDF/2009TVPRA.pdf
51. U.S. DOS "Traffrcking in Persons Report 20ll,u 255.
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that is profitable both to Mexico and the United States. Because of globalization, the slave trade
is taking on a face it never has before, and there is no household that is untouched. It is not
sufficient to buy local or even buy from businesses you know to be reputable. Suppose a
reputable business manufactures refrigerators. Where do all the parts come from? Suppose the
parts come from reputable manufacturers, where does the metal for the parts come from? What
about the coal used in the foundry where the metal is forged? Suppose you buy a jar of olive oil
from a reputable company in Italy. You know that the company which processes the olives and
packages the oil employs workers who are paid fair wages. But where do the bottles they put the
oil in come from? Do they come from a factory using free labor somewhere inAsia?
Unless we can verify the supply chain and all of the components in the supply chain of
every item we purchase, all of us as consumers are unwittingly supporting the slave trade.
There's a reason consumer goods keep getting cheaper, and a reason that businesses are moving
from one Tier 2WL country (China) to another Tier 2WL country (Vietnam). There's a reason
that slave owners involved in the Atlantic slave trade did not voluntarily give up their slaves.
The reason is purely economic. Slaves are an economic commodity, and there is no cheaper
labor than free labor.
Because of low entry costs for the modern slave trade, the business is dominated by
numerous criminal gangs instead of one large mafia.s2 The risk of arrest is low and the penalties
in most countries are relatively light. The lack of political will to eradicate slavery in most
countries is connected to governments and police who are comrpt and being paid to look the
other way so slavery can thrive. It is, in part, the rampant comrption of government and police
in Mexico that has inhibited anti-slavery trafficking efforts over the last few decades.
Political will to stop slavery and prosecute slave traffickers and slaveholders is the only
way to eradicate it, and Kapstein suggests that absolute force like the type used by the Royal
52. EthanB. Kapstein. "The New Global Slave Trade,"107
23
Navy on the High Seas to chase down slaving vessels during the Atlantic slave trade is the only
viable solution. Slavery thrives because of economic growth, and not despite it.s3 Because it is
so profitable, just like the Atlantic Slave trade, it cannot be ended without force. In the same
way that the brutality of the Atlantic slave trade led to a reexamination of history, perhaps so
should the modem slave trade lead to a reexamination of our contemporary economic and
governmental arrangements. 
5a
During the time of the Atlantic slave trade, there was a suggestion made that slavery
would somehow disappear naturally when the cost of labor became cheaper. But that suggestion
was just as uffeasonable then as it is now The difference then was that because slave ownership
was legal, it only had to be justified morally. Because today's slavery is not legal or easily
visible, it need not be justified at all. It can take the worst shape of immorality and brutality
without most of the public ever realizing it is there.
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